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THE HISTORY OF WEST COAST RAZOR CLAM INDUSTRY 


By: Clarence Sigurdson 


In Warrenton, Oregon, during the late 1880's, Pete Halferty and 
his family would go to the ocean beach and dig razor clams. They 
would take them home, dress them and pickle them. 

Between the runs of clam tides, they would peddle them door 
to door. The family consisted of the parents and Uerdons, Guy and 
Damon. + (3 eu ryt. 

Later, in 1890, Pete decided to go into the canning business, 
so he built a cannery on the Skipanon River. Nine years later, in 
1899, my parents and the older children moved to Warrenton from 
Sheridan, Oregon, on June 12. After moving to Warrenton, my father 
dug clams for Halferty, mostly until the fall of 1901 when he started 
shipping fresh clams to John Vince and Sons, Portland. 

In 1902, my father worked for Pete Halferty in the fall to build 
a clam cannery in Markham, Washington. 

In the spring of 1903, Pete Halferty started his Markham cannery 
and closed his Warrenton cannery. My father, Asvaldur Sigurdson, who 
started operating his own cannery May 1, later bought and tore down 
the std Halferty cannery and used the lumber for a warehouse for 
his cannery. He named his cannery the Warrenton Clam Company. 

His first sales of canned clams were by boat up the Columbia 
River. 

Until 1907, all of the canning was done with cans soldered shut. 
Tne cans were first filled. Then a cover a little smaller than the 


rim was put on and soldered with a round soldering iron. The cans 
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were placed in what was known as coolers, made of band iron. These 
cans had to be placed in the coolers only one layer deep so the top 
of all the cans were visible. ‘The covers all had a hole in the center. 
After the covers were all soldered on, the coolers of cans were 
placed in a large steam box "made of wood" and steamed to a temp- 
erature of 212° to 215° until all the cans were hot. This was to 
exhaust the air from the cans. After exhausting, the cans were taken 
out and the small hole in the center was soldered with a pointed 
soldering iron. 
It was necessary to solder the holes while the cans were still 


hot. This was called "tipping." After tipping, the clams were boiled 
for 3 hours. After cooking and cooling, the cans were tapped for 
sound to locate possible leaks. 

The 1905 pack of canned clams was 1,400 cases of 48 cans per 
case. 

In 1904, the Warrenton Clam Company sent canned minced clams 
and canned clam nectar to the Louisiana Purchase World's Fair in 
St. Louis and received a silver award, although the medal was actually 
made of bronze. 

In 1905, both minced clams and clam nectar were sent to the Lewis 
and Clark Centennial Exposition in Portland, Oregon, and also received 
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a silver award. This medal was actually msdesof Lsdvaeby Buktertieli 
Brothers Jewelers. 


One of the brothers was the father of Genevieve Butterfield 


Young who wrote so much of the early history of Clatsop County. 
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In 1907, the Warrenton Clam Company changed from the soldered can 
to the present sealed can called the sanitary can. 

In 1905, West and Owen, Portland, Oregon, bought the clam pack. 

In 1906, the Warrenton pack was 1,500 cases. 

In the fall of 1906, the Warrenton Clam Company purchased a clam 
cannery from D. Hansen and Company in Westport, Washington, and canned 
800 cases by years end. This cannery building was originally built 
for a skating rink and then coverted to a cannery. 

Clam diggers were getting paid about 1%¢ a pound around this time. 
The Westport cannery canned a total of around 4,400 cases alltogether 
in 1907 and 1,000 cases in Warrenton. 

For a short time in 1907, Parrott and Company in Portland was 
the canned goods broker. 

In December, 1907, the Westport cannery was sold to Paul S. 
Guilford, a college professor, and the company was known was Guilford 
Packing Company. , 

The Warrenton clam pack in 1908 was about 1,000 cases and a very 
depressed selling market. 

The 1909 clam pack was again about 1,000 cases with a brighter 
market and a higher price, and the 1910 pack was about double the 
previous year. 

Another small cannery was built in Warrenton by a man named 
Gore. However it was not a success and was sold to the Warrenton 


Clam Company for $100.00. 
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In 1911, my father went to Moclips, Washington, to study the clams 
there. However, due to so much beach erosion, there were very few 
clams. Part of the shopping area along the main street had eroded. 

The 1911 Warrenton pack was about 3,000 cases with a rather 
poor selling market. 

After a few years in Warrenton, a number of canneries started up. 
The first of these was one built by a man name Sprague in 1913. This 
cannery was known as the Lighthouse Packing Company. Then later, it 
was taken over by Al Forster and his father. After a short time, they 
closed down the cannery and set up a salmon cannery in Alatak, Alaska, 
on Kodiac Island. 

After the Warrenton Lighthouse Packing Company cannery was closed 
for a few years, it was re-opened by a man named Carter. He ran it 
two or three years and it was closed down for good. 

Also around 1912 or 1913, a man named Harry Coniff built a cannery 
just above where the present dam is on the Skipanon River in Warrenton 
that ran a few years and closed down. 

Also around 1913, Quincy Robinson built and operated a clam 
camnery until about 1929 when the clams goi so scarce that he and 
others went out of business. 

Around 1913 and 1912, the clam diggers were paid from lk¢ to 1 3/4¢ 
a pound, 

In 1913, the Warrenton Clam Company canned around 5,000 cases 
of clams, 

The 1914 clam pack was also about 5,000 cases. At the end of 1914, 


my father sold the clam business to my older brothers. 
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In 1915, the Warrenton Clam Company built a new cannery to replace 
the old. Also that year, they built a small clam cannery in Ocean 
Park, Washington. That year clams were getting quite scarce and 
the price to the clam diggers went up to 2¢ a pound. 

In 1916, clams were so scarce that crab fishermen were bidding 
the price of clams to $3.50 for a 75 pound box. Due to the clam 
scarcity, the Warrenton Clam Company went to canning salmon. 

In the fall of 1917, the cannery was closed down due to owners 
enlistments in the armed services. 

In 1919, the Warrenton Clam Company started operating again. 
They abandoned the Ocean Park, Washington, cannery and purchased 
a cannery in Nahcotta, Washington, and in 1920 they canned razor 
clams in Nahcotta, Washington, and salmon in Warrenton. 

In 1920, on the Long Beach, Washington, penninsula, beside the 
Warrenton Clam Company in Nahcotta, a man named Jack Cottle had a 
clam cannery between Nahcotta and Oysterville. 

In 1921, most of the clam cmning was down in the Nahcotta 
cannery, as clams were quite scarce in Warrenton or rather the Clatsop 
beach. 

In the spring of 1922, it became known that the clams were most 
plentiful on the Copalis Beach in Washington, so the Warrenton Clam 
Company purchased a clam cannery in Copalis Beach, from Wayne Little. 
This cannery was re-built and doubled in size. 

That year, the Copalis Beach cannery, during the Matti, diets 
and May commercial season, processed 450,000 pounds of clams making 
a total of about 12,000 cases at four dozen cans to the case. There 


was a crew of about twenty two ciam cleaners and a total crew of forty. 
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The writer was cannery foreman for the seasons 1922, 1925 and 1926, 
Sigurd Sigurdson remained manager of the Copalis Beach cannery all the 
time it operated. Ed Anderson was foreman after the 1926 clam season. 

At the time, other canners at Copalis Beach consisted of a large 
cannery of the Pioneer Packing Company. At that time, it was centrolled 
by Guy Halferty, the son of the pioneer Pete Halferty. There were 
also three other canneries; Ed Pfisters, Walter and Laurence Plumb, 
and also a cannery at Oyhut on Conner Creek by Otis Chibot. 

There was also a clam cannery operating at Moclipse, Washington, 
by a man named Shorty Borden. There was also another cannery in 
Aberdeen that processed mostly salmon; however, a limited amount of 
razor clams; namely, the Strand Fisheries by Gus Strand. 

The Pioneer Packing Company also operated canneries at Kukak Bay 
Alaska, on the west side of Cooks Inlet, primarily for razor clams; 
another at Cordova, Alaska, for both salmon and razor clams, mostly 
salmon. There was a clam cannery at Grayland, Washington, between 
Westport and Tokeland. Pioneer's two main cannery managers were Jepson 

George irerperty 
Eddy and Frank McConaghek. .” They moved to different canneries depending 
on the seasons. In 1922, there was a clam cannery operating in Westport, 
Washington, by Gus Nielson. This was in addition to the one by Guilford 
Packing Company. At that time, there was also a razor clam cannery 
operating in downtown Cordova, Alaska, and one operating in Seldovia, 
Alaska, owned by people in Seattle. 

In 1923, the Warrenton Clam Company built a cannery in North Cove, 
Washington, making a total of four clam canneries for the company. The 


writer was foreman of this cannery. The year 1923 turned out to be a 


; During the 1930's, dungeness crab fishing increased year after 
The crab fisheremen bid up the price of razor clams for bait 

g it harder to compete canning the clams. However, there has 
been a market for fresh dressed clams. 

The Seaside fresh shippers concentrated their sales to the 

{land area. So that area has always been the prime area for 

sh clams. Probably the Portland Willamette Valley consumed 

vas many fresh razor clams commercially as the rest of the coast. 

the Seattle and San Francisco areas used the most hard shell clams. 
The Oregon commercial clam season was open from September 20th 
‘to June 20th for canning and sports. For many years, it was closed 
a commercial canning only; during that closed season clam diggers 
could dig clams for crab bait and dress for the fresh market. Also 
‘twelve months open season for sport diggers. 

H This had also been true for the Washington beaches for many years, 
and the tendency was more and more clams went commercially for crab 
bait. More and more tourists came to the beaches to dig. Around 

the beginning of the century, one team of horses and wagon including 
those diggers was all that diggers allowed on a clam bar. Now in 
later years, there may be one or two hundred diggers on a bar. Mostly 


tourists. 


when the clam digging was good and freeze ahead for the winter and 
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early spring fishing. 
By the beginning of the 1940's, practically all the seafood 


processors in Oregon and Washington were processing crabs. 


The crab fisheremen would buy quantities in the spring and summer. 
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